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Abstract 
The daily social interactions of Black Americans consist of carefully contemplated speech, 
actions, and behaviors. In an American society that caters to the White-dominant culture, Blacks 
are covertly censored and made to dissociate from their own Black identity in order to appease 
White societal norms. The purpose of this paper is to explore the repercussions that Blacks face 
on account of their decision to practice code-switching as a method of self-preservation. This 
study specifically focuses on the lived experiences of Blacks who navigate predominantly white 
spaces in their daily lives, whether that be in the workplace or at a university. Through an 
eleven-question survey, Black participants shared their experiences with code-switching and 
mirroring White peers. In general, participants shared the understanding that code-switching 
stems from a desire to fit in and attain social and professional opportunities. According to a 
majority of participants, renouncing certain trademarks of performing Blackness, such as the use 
of Ebonics vernacular or wearing their natural hair, are common sacrifices involved in code-
switching. A thematic analysis revealed that many participants experienced social exclusion from 
fellow Black peers as a consequence of code-switching to fit in with Whites, therefore, shedding 
light on the double-bind that Blacks are subject to. This double-bind and inner conflict of identity 
for Blacks can lead increased emotional labor and exhaustion as Blacks try to cope. 
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American society has continually suppressed Blacks and their right to freedom of cultural 
expression. The dominant White culture at the center of American society is responsible for the 
erasure and violations of freedom experienced by Blacks throughout history; from stripping 
slaves of their African names at transatlantic ports to banning natural hair in school dress codes. 
The white-gaze has pervasively monitored and surveilled Black identities for centuries, however, 
acts of racist censoring are not always overt. Blacks also suffer at the hands of the hegemonic 
system in more covert ways. Prolonged oppression has caused Black folks to begin monitoring 
themselves through acts of assimilation and accommodation by way of code-switching between 
Black and White performances. People of color live in a reality that requires mirroring White 
peers in order to access upward mobility within academic and corporate spheres where social 
scripts uphold White-dominant culture as normative, correct, and superior. Fear of exclusion 
from better social and economic opportunities push Black individuals into a position of 
oppression in which they expected to dissociate from their own sense of self in order to appease 
White colleagues and counterparts. Repercussions of participating in code-switching are 
consequential and can often cause friction between the code-switcher and their own co-cultural 
group. Therefore, Blacks are in a double-bind that puts them in a position where they must 
decide between their own community and White-appeasement.   
Racial tensions between Blacks and Whites in the United States are trending towards an 
inevitable breaking point in the wake mass incarceration, gentrification, police brutality, and 
white supremacist terrorism. These happenings strain our nation and further deteriorate the trust 
that Blacks have in their White peers, both known Whites and strangers. Lack of trust towards 
Whites only serves to heighten the unequal power dynamic within interracial communications, 
on personal and professional levels. Therefore, scholars have a responsibility to contemplate 
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racial discourse and the lived experiences of Black Americans due to the sizable impact it has on 
the social construction of American society as a whole. A commitment to studying Black 
assimilation into White culture could assist in bettering the current racial conditions of our 
nation. Such studious attention could improve our ability to explain the power dynamics of 
interracial interactions, leading to progress in the uphill battle towards a future of racial 
awareness and societal equity.  
Stereotypes of Black performativity and conduct, such as speaking Ebonics, wearing 
dreadlocks, and more, allow white culture to brutalize, criminalize, and villainize Black bodies. 
Studying communicative behaviors that stem from the fear of such outcomes, in turn, forces us 
to acknowledge the material effects of race and their impact on daily interactions for Black folks. 
The current study is important because it aims to contribute to the larger conversations regarding 
covert racism and the Black experience in America by taking seriously the repercussions of 
Black assimilation into White culture. 
Communication scholars are particularly well-situated to investigate Black assimilation 
due to the discipline’s focus on analyzing message construction and perception. The current 
study not only requires the exploration of message construction under the guise of code-
switching, but also requires an analysis of how those messages are perceived by both White and 
Black groups. Additionally, the field of communication finds interest in matters of self-concept, 
power, and social construction; three ideas that are salient to the understanding of race in co-
cultural interactions.  
In order investigate code-switching behaviors, the current study solidified the following 
aims and objectives: (1) explore the link between the performance of race and communicative 
practices, (2) shed light on the use of code-switching by Black folks, and (3) examine the 
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intended and unintended consequences of code-switching as it relates to social inclusion and 
exclusion. I argue that assimilation and accommodation, while attempting to serve as actions to 
combat social exclusion, can inadvertently trigger exclusion from one’s own co-cultural group. 
In an effort to explore this idea, I will first discuss Black performativity and its struggle for 
recognition under the white-gaze; then I will highlight how Black Americans utilize assimilation 
and accommodation, as outlined by co-cultural theory, to prevent social exclusion from White 
peers; and finally, I will explore exclusionary acts by Black peers as an overlooked byproduct of 
participating in dissociating behaviors. 
Literature Review 
Black Performativity and the White-Gaze 
There is no all-encompassing or exact definition for blackness. The Black community in 
the United States is particularly nuanced when it comes to Black diversity, consisting of 
perspectives from Afro-Caribbeans, Afro-Latins, Afro-Americans, and beyond. Therefore, Black 
performativity, the performances enacted by Black people to negotiate their self-concept in 
relation to the norms that surround them (Tate, 2015), is a complex identity that is based in the 
collective struggle and experiences of the Black community as a whole. Black scholars see Black 
performativity to be a complex and wide-ranging collection of Black identities, and have chosen 
to explore Black self-concept in multiple ways, as can be seen through the works of Black 
scholars who investigate gender (Tate, 2005; Zirulnik & Orbe 2019), sexuality (Staples, 2006), 
ethnicity (Mensah, 2005) and more, as it relates to the overarching idea of what it means to be 
Black. Black performativity manifests in many ways; from the use of Ebonics as linguistic 
freedom (Spears, 2007), to wearing natural afro-hair despite White beauty norms (Byrd & 
Tharps, 2001). 
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Nevertheless, in a western culture where the dangers of totalizing judgements run 
rampant, a single stereotyped Black identity is often forced onto the entire community. Dominant 
narratives frame Blackness in ways that perpetuate an oversimplified view of the Black 
experience (Mensah, 2005). The framing of blackness by the entertainment industry and other 
forms of media create damaging discourse and falsehoods that negatively alter how Black 
performativity is viewed by non-blacks (Entman & Rojecki, 2000). The destructive narratives 
reinforced by the media include stereotypes of aggression (Gilliam et al., 1996), lack of 
intelligence (Reyna, 2008), laziness (Monahan et al., 2006), hyper-sexualization (Young, 2010), 
and more. Such totalizing ideas dilute the multifaceted nature of Blackness and undermine the 
amount of diverse experiences within the Black community. The narrative fails to recognize the 
complexities of how an Afro-Caribbean and an Afro-American can value different aspects of 
blackness and yet still be engaged with the overarching notion of Black performativity (Tate, 
2015). Even with these nuances within the greater Black community, the Black identity is often 
viewed as a collective front in relation to its more dominant White counterpart (Tate, 2015). This 
Black identity falls at the intersection of self and society. A place in which Black performativity 
“is marked with reference to its otherness from whiteness” (Tate, 2015, p. 194), yet 
simultaneously pressured into White assimilation due to societal pressures.  
The legitimacy of the Black self-concept is undercut by the hegemony of western society. 
Black performativity is under a constant state of scrutiny by White dominance, as Al-Jarrah 
(2018) highlights through the notion of the white-gaze, in which White dominance objectifies 
and dehumanizes black skin (Al-Jarrah, 2018). Yancy (2017) describes the history that surrounds 
the monitoring of black bodies and sheds light on the white-gaze as an “all seeing eye” (p. 155) 
that causes Blacks to feel inferior and constantly under pressure to perform subserviently. Al-
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Jarrah (2018) also describes how the “inferiorizing white gaze” (p. 257) leads to the ostracization 
of Black and puts additional stress on their ability to connect with their identity. 
 Hill (2008) also discusses Black ostracization through her research on the white public 
space. Hill analyzes whiteness as an “unmarked normative order” (p. 680) to which blackness 
and other marginalized cultural groups are often compared. Specifically focusing on minority 
crossover speech (e.g. Ebonics, Spanglish, and other less accepted forms of English) and how it 
is surveilled and condemned by the more dominant White culture for being less than (Hill, 
2008). Similarly, Tate (2013) tackles the problem of the white gaze by applying it to the physical 
appearance of Black bodies. Black physical attributes, such as thicker body frames and afro-hair, 
are condemned and under-represented due to White beauty standards that label natural blackness 
as wrong, unkempt, and unprofessional (Tate, 2013). Code-switching acts as a solution for 
Blacks who seek to assimilate into White-culture to avoid the negative effects of the white-gaze. 
The white gaze leads to a desire to abandon trademarks of Black performativity and swap them 
for performances that are consistent with White-cultural norms.  
Code-Switching  
 The term code-switching refers to the act of changing one’s language or vernacular in 
order to better adapt to a social situation (Auer, 1998). The decision to code-switch is often made 
in communicative interactions by those who belong to a minority out-group. The purpose of the 
act is to better fit in with the more dominant group or culture. Instances of code-switching by 
marginalized groups have been the central focus of many studies in recent years. Common 
populations for research on code-switching include LGBTQ (Livia & Hall, 1997) and 
multilingual (Hill, 2008) communities. The phenomenon has also been investigated in a wide 
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range of social settings such as the workplace (Al-Qaysi & Al-Emran, 2017), school (Boulton, 
2016), social media (Bicker, 2018), and other public arenas.  
 The relationship between code-switching and race has been approached from many 
angles in scholarship. Lugones (1987) explores race and code-switching on a more intimate level 
by reflecting on her own positionality as a woman of color, specifically speaking to the 
experiences of learning how to adapt to the White/Anglo western world. However, others take a 
more social scientific route in their attempts to explore race and code-switching. Boulton’s 
(2016) case study involving Black interns at an advertising agency showcased the need to adapt 
while navigating a workplace riddled with Black stereotypes and an abundance of White peer 
interactions. Both approaches have added dimension to the broader conversation of racial 
minorities, code-switching, and whiteness. 
Many code-witching scholars often focus on language only rather than expanding the 
definition to include a broader range of behavioral changes. Few studies modify the parameters 
of code switching, but Molinsky’s (2007) investigation of cross-ethnic interactions takes a step in 
that direction. Molinsky uses the more comprehensive phrase “co-cultural code-switching” to 
refer to psychological and behavioral changes in one-time, foreign cultural interactions 
(Molinsky, 2007). This study uses the concept of code-switching as a starting point, but also 
aims to explore behavioral shifts outside of the constraint language (appearance, mannerisms, 
etc.). Co-cultural code-switching is a more comprehensive term for the actions of Blacks who 
choose to accommodate, as it pulls valuable elements from co-cultural theory to aid in analyzing 
behaviors beyond the realm of language. 
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Co-Cultural Literature 
 Mark Orbe’s (1998) Co-Cultural theory is a valuable sensitizing concept for 
understanding behavioral changes as it pertains to race. Co-Cultural theory focuses on the power 
dynamics between dominant groups and their subordinate counterparts, and offers a way to 
analyze and categorize the actions of those subordinate groups as they attempt to navigate social 
interactions (Razzante & Orbe, 2018). Orbe’s theory offers a way to break down the 
communication strategies of subordinate groups into the categories of accommodation, 
assimilation, and separation (Orbe, 1998). The main categories are then broken down even 
further into levels of intensity, for example: nonassertive separation, assertive separation, and 
aggressive separation (Orbe, 1998). 
Separation strategies are employed when an individual rejects the ideas of conduct forced 
on them by the dominant culture, at its most intense level (aggressive separation) this strategy 
can lend itself to extremism (Orbe, 1998). Separatists choose to remain consistent with the 
behaviors that are reflective of their own co-cultural group in an effort maintain a separate 
identity (Orbe, 1998). Contrastingly, assimilation is an acceptance of the dominant co-cultural 
group and a desire to copy dominant behaviors in an effort to fit in (Orbe, 1998). Between these 
two extremes lies accommodation, in which an individual strives to understand and incorporate 
both identities. Accommodators negotiate and reinvent co-cultural dynamics via “intragroup 
networking”, “educating others”, and sometimes “confronting” others (Orbe, 1998, p.110). In 
Orbe’s words, separators “create their own rules” (p. 93), accommodators “work to change” rules 
(p. 93), and assimilators “follow the rules” (p.92).  Code-switching has aspects of both 
accommodation and assimilation, but is mostly reflective of the latter. The act of code-switching 
requires the understanding of two linguistic codes (accommodation), however, mostly explores 
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the major sacrifices and actions taken to mitigate unwanted differences between oneself and a 
dominant group (assimilation). Therefore, it carries traits of aggressive assimilation such as the 
act of mirroring whiteness and dissociating from one’s own co-cultural identity (Orbe, 1998).   
The assimilation process, as detailed by co-cultural theory, can be described through the 
combined acts of “mirroring” and “dissociating” (Orbe, 1998, p. 110). First, one must dissociate 
from their identity in order to distance themselves from the behaviors of their own co-cultural 
group; rejecting behaviors that are consistent with Black performativity and identity (Orbe, 
1998). Then, they must engage in an act of mirroring, in which they adopt the behaviors of the 
more dominant co-cultural group to fit in (Orbe, 1998). Through the action of code-switching, 
distinct cultural markers are dissolved in order to ease transition into the adoption of dominant 
group behaviors. An intentional erasure of culture shows concerted efforts to distance oneself 
from their own co-cultural identity, and therefore shows intent to assimilate. 
With Black performativity, code-switching, and Co-Cultural Theory all at play, it is 
important to pose questions that highlight how these concepts interact. Questions such as: How 
does code-switching and assimilation impact the self-concept and identity of those who engage 
in it? What motivates people to engage in assimilating behaviors? To what extent does 
assimilation inadvertently contribute to the exclusionary behavior it attempts to combat?  
Methods 
Participants  
 The current study used a survey design to address the aforementioned research questions.  
All participants identified as Black, African American, or mixed-race with at least one Black 
parent. A total of 110 participants completed the survey. All participants were over the age of 18 
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and no maximum age limit was set. Participants were recruited from both university and 
workplace settings to provide a wider range of perspectives.   
Procedures  
 In order to recruit participants for the study, I used both convenience and snowball 
sampling methods. Social media, particularly on UNC Chapel Hill’s campus, played an integral 
part in finding eligible participants due to its role as a congregating platform for Black student 
groups and organizations. I posted the study link on Facebook, Instagram, and GroupMe pages 
for historically Black greek life, the Black Student Movement, and other Black centered 
organizations to spread the word about the study and survey. Additionally, emails to the 
members of the Institute for African and African American Research and other pertinent listservs 
were used, all of which contributed to the recruitment of eligible participants. Once gaining 
access to those posting platforms, I sent an informational announcement to draw in an initial pool 
of participants to the survey link. Following the survey, participants were asked to share the 
announcement with eligible friends.  Upon clicking the survey link, the participants digitally 
signed a consent form and were asked how they racially identified for demographic purposes. It 
took participants an average of ten to fifteen minutes to complete the survey.  
Instruments  
This study used Qualtrics, an online survey-development app that aids in the creation of 
data-collection. Qualtrics allows researchers to generate questionnaires that can be sent out 
through an active link, and participants can take the surveys remotely on any device with an 
internet connection. The survey for this study included thirteen questions and provided 
participants with a series of queries concerning their experiences with code-switching and White 
peer interactions. Participants were asked to recall a time during which they used code-switching 
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in order to avoid social exclusion, as we all as their feelings about participating in that act of 
assimilation. The questions asked during the survey ranged in style and included the following 
types: multiple choice, short answer, and matrix table. It included six open-ended questions, 
including “Have you ever specifically chosen NOT to code-switch because you wanted to reject 
White culture and remain consistent with your own racial/ethnic culture?” It also included seven 
close-ended questions or statements with options to select specific answer choices. For instance, 
the statement: “I feel like code-switching improves my chances of getting opportunities and 
being successful in my workplace/school/community,” followed by options ranging from 
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” Lastly, participants were asked about the repercussions 
of their decision to engage in the act of dissociating form their own co-cultural group. 
Data Analysis  
 In order to examine the dataset from this study, I mainly used the thematic analysis 
method, and occasionally discourse analysis methods whenever applicable for further 
contextualization. When using the thematic analysis method, the data was downloaded from 
Qualtrics, read, and separated into categories of shared experience. Upon separating the 
responses into smaller groupings, I analyzed the recurring themes using Mark Orbe’s co-cultural 
theory as a sensitizing concept. Additionally, when appropriate, I engaged the discourse analysis 
approach in order to take a closer look at participant answers for their use of language. 
Specifically, how the language used shows their worldview as it relates to Black self-identity and 
what it means to perform blackness properly. 
Analysis 
In general, participant responses in this study indicated the following: code-switching is a 
necessary evil for Black folks operating in White spaces, there are unintended consequences to 
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the decision to assimilate, and the intentional rejection of code-switching can be used to 
reinforce Black identity. Participants also described the various ways through which they chose 
to code-switch, including the alteration of their language, appearance, and tone to make Whites 
more comfortable.  However, participant responses also showed the repercussions of renouncing 
parts of their Black identity and the grave impact it has on their attempt to navigate an identity 
between blackness and assimilated whiteness. 
Code-Switching as A Necessary Evil 
 Black folks are under constant social pressure to enact whiteness in public spaces. The 
script, or code of conduct, for the workplace, school, and other public arenas are closely linked to 
white-centric ways of being and, therefore, exclude other identities from existing in those same 
spaces without disdain or social punishment. Out of all the participants surveyed, 70% said that 
they engaged in acts of code-switching at one time or another. Participant testimonies make it 
increasingly clear that dissociating from one’s Black identity and adopting white behaviors is a 
“necessary evil” for Blacks who hope to avoid being ostracized from both casual and intellectual 
conversation, excluded from social and professional opportunities, and shunned for being viewed 
as an aggressor. One of the participants, Jonie, describes it as such by saying: “I find that in the 
professional world, people respond better to code-switching. It is a necessary evil when 
working.” Attribution errors are constantly made about Black people based on the color of their 
skin; therefore, code-switching as a method to assimilate, stay out of harm’s way, and gain social 
and professional mobility is essential.  
Language and Intellectual Exclusion: Black folks are made to prove themselves in the 
workplace and in schools by abandoning African American Vernacular English (AAVE) or 
Ebonics in favor of Standard (White) English. Many participants voiced concern about 
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monitoring their speech and use of slang around white peers for fear of being seen as 
unintelligent or deemed as a hood-rat/gangster archetype. For Elayna, a college student, such 
fears manifest when she code-switches in order to ensure that she is seen as an intellectual equal 
at her university. In her experience, she chose to code-switch during personal office hours with a 
professor because she “[wanted] to come across professional and capable of 
receiving/withholding the information provided/discussed during class.” Elayna’s desire to be 
looked at as “capable” highlights her insecurity that performing truthfully as her Black self may 
have projected otherwise. Another participant, Jackson, details how this can also happen in the 
workplace: “My voice and vocabulary changes during corporate events. When individuals see 
me they automatically assume just by looking at me that I may not know the meaning of a bigger 
word but I normally do, so I respond in the same way they respond to me.” For both Elayna and 
Jackson it was necessary to suppress their usual vernacular in order to avoid exclusion from 
White peers in intellectual settings. There is a negative connotation associated with using slang 
and Ebonics because AAVE is associated with low income areas that tend to have underfunded 
education systems and higher crime rates.  
Moreover, the script of professional settings is heavily influenced by White Standard 
English regardless of the intellectual or casual nature of a conversation. Even simple greetings 
become vehicles for Black folks to ensure that they remain part of the in-group. This is explored 
in Kevin’s experiences:  
In professional and educational settings at the PWI [Predominantly White Institution] I 
attend and work. There are currently 5 other black people in the Dept I work in among 
20+ white colleagues. Just in merely greeting one another my interactions and vernacular 
among my black colleagues often result in a head nod or a “what’s up”? In greeting other 
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colleagues it’s typically more formal and honestly unauthentic [like] “Hi, how are you 
today?” 
Other participants describe similar experiences with “water cooler talk,” saying that they 
alter the way they speak and what they choose to speak about. For instance, changing cultural 
references to be more closely aligned with White culture rather than their own. One participant, 
Kenna, discussed choosing to reference White shows like Friends instead of opting for a show 
like Good Times. Practicing White cultural references allowed for participants to fit in socially 
with White peers outside of meetings and other formal encounters. Black folks in the current 
study had to be aware at all times as to how they were speaking, constantly monitoring their 
performance, regardless of the situation. 
Work and school are public spaces in which many people spend a majority of their time 
on any given day. The suppressing of the Black identity for such long periods of time in order to 
fit in or seem “capable” and “professional” calls into attention the world view that what is White 
is what is intelligent, and that there is only one normal and correct way to speak and express 
ideas; thus, deeming Ebonics as an invalid language choice.  Kevin’s above testimony about 
feeling “unauthentic” to himself shows the way in which the constant act of code-switching 
begins to dilute social interactions and diminish a sense of a true-self. 
Appearance Informs Social Success: Communication is both verbal and non-verbal, 
and the way Blacks choose to present themselves physically is another facet of daily life that is 
affected by code-switching. Participants engaged in a wide range of appearance altering practices 
in order to better fit in with White peers and ensure that they were not being excluded from 
professional opportunities on account of their ‘unprofessional’ looks. These issues of appearance 
were mostly concentrated in the experiences of female participants due to their hair. Natural hair 
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has a negative connotation of being unkempt and inappropriate for the workplace. Tina explains 
the relationship between the workplace and black hair by saying, “I often times tone down my 
hair styles in predominantly white work spaces. For example, I might like extravagant weaves, 
tribal braids, or hair jewelry but I avoid wearing my hair that way in white workplaces.” 
A fellow participant Kasandra explains the discomfort associated with this need to code-
switch through hair by saying:  
I often wear my hair differently at work from how I wear it at home. My hair is naturally 
tightly curled, but I often blow it out and wear it pulled up in a bun at work. When I do 
wear my hair out and curly, I cringe when people make comments, even if they aren't 
mean. Straight hair is "normal" to society, and life becomes a bit easier if I blend in on a 
given day. 
A common practice for black women is to wear their hair in an acceptable, white-washed style 
throughout the interviewing process, and then begin to slowly introduce more afro-centric 
hairstyles into their appearance once they have secured the job. Vanessa’s experience reflects 
this as she says, “As a black woman, though I prefer to keep my hair in braids I keep it permed 
and straight so that when I interview I am not automatically placed in my ‘typical’ ethnic group.” 
While natural hair in the Black community is at the center of self-expression, for Whites this hair 
comes with a slew of negative preconceived notions. Straightening hair is described as an 
essential practice by participants because any effort to expel negative thoughts from the mind of 
a possible employer ensures that Black women are not being excluded from career-altering, 
professional opportunities that their White counterparts have access to. By choosing to code-
switch and change their hair, it evens out the playing-field.  
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While this has been explored in the workplace and in adult settings, it is important to note 
that the idea of natural black features being ‘inappropriate’ is ingrained in young black folks 
from the time they are young. Cindy states: 
From the time I was 5 to 19, I relaxed my hair. It wasn’t a conscious effort to fit with my 
white peers, or I didn’t see it as one until I went to college. Looking back, I see all the 
times I didn’t wrap my hair while at sleepovers because I was afraid of the questions I 
would get. I still find myself doing it now. I have been natural for about 2 years and still 
hesitate to wear a bonnet around my white peers, even ones I’ve known since I was 8 
years old. Growing up in a predominantly white neighborhood, all of my friends were 
white. I never wanted to feel like I was lacking in any way - and that’s what those 
differences felt like, that there was something I didn’t have that they did. 
This behavior is generationally taught in Black communities, as many participants have 
memories of their mother perming their hair from a young age. The idea that one’s natural state 
is ‘unkept’ or ‘unprofessional’ is damaging to self-identity, and such language promotes self-hate 
and the feeling that one is ‘lacking’ in one way or another, as Sierra describes. 
In relation to Orbe’s co-cultural theory, straightening natural black hair in order to more 
closely reflect the appearance of white peers is an act of mirroring that is common in assimilation 
practices. Fitting in requires this assimilation in order to avoid being excluded from professional 
opportunities and to ensure that one does not draw more negative attention to themself in a 
workplace where they are already being closely monitored for their race. 
Tone and White Discomfort: It is not just a choice of what one chooses to say, but also 
how they choose to say it. A commonality among participant answers centered around the idea of 
tone and volume when conducting themselves in front of White peers. This was an experience 
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detailed for both Black men and Black women, in which they attempted to make themselves 
more approachable to White people so as to not scare them or make them uncomfortable. 
Christopher details his experiences when he says the following: “I use less bass in my voice as to 
not come across [as] intimidating. I try to behave in a way to make whites feel comfortable.” 
This is code-switching that serves as an act of self-preservation. For Black men, showing certain 
temperaments in public spaces can end in bodily harm and pose a danger to them if White people 
react defensively or out of fear. White folks are more likely to assume that Blacks are acting in 
aggression due to the toxic stereotypes that circulate about the violent nature of black men. These 
stereotypes are reproduced and reinforced by popular media, framing black men as violent 
criminals in movies, on the news, and other widely accessible platforms.  
Black women experience a similar stereotype in the “angry Black woman” trope that is 
ingrained in the White narrative. Multiple female participants shed light on these experiences and 
showcased how the need to code-switch in front of White audiences penetrates all areas of their 
life from their career to motherhood. Mary was one of many to explain her workplace 
interactions and efforts to distance herself from the angry Black woman stereotype through code-
switching.  
I am in business, and I know the first thing people will notice about me (conscious or 
unconscious) is that I'm black. And with that, comes the stereotypes of a black woman; 
the anger, loudness, physical strength. So, when I have a white professor or an interview 
with a white person, I know to speak softer, show my hands, don’t bring attention to my 
hair, and make them feel as if they have the control and are not being threatened. 
While Mary’s experience happened in the workplace, the desire to appease the white gaze 
seeps into more personal areas of life such as mother-child relationships and how they are 
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performed in public. Sadie detailed code-switching and its effect on her role as a Black mother 
when she stated the following: 
Anytime I am around a white I try to sound more calm and pleasant when talking to my 
disobedient kids in public. Due to the stereotype that black women are always angry and 
aggressive I try not to prove them right. For example: at home I be like “How many times 
I done told you to put that back now go sit down!” And around a white I be like “Please 
put that back. Maybe we can get it next time.” 
 Both Mary and Sadie first acknowledged the likelihood that they would be viewed as 
inherently combative by Whites, and then they code-switched in order to counteract a potentially 
negative White response. Through the use of words like angry, aggressive, and intimidating 
participants show that while they do not subscribe to the worldview that labels them as 
dangerous, they recognize this is a worldview that they must actively navigate and seek to 
discredit. They must conform to keep themselves safe from the white gaze, but it is clear that 
participants have a self-concept that is different than the one assigned to them in White society.  
Unintentional Exclusion: A Byproduct of Code-Switching  
 While code-switching is meant to help avoid social exclusion, it can inadvertently cause 
social exclusion and isolation from one’s own co-cultural group. These byproducts of code-
switching show how attempts to be accepted by one group (Whites) can backfire and cause an 
individual to be shunned by another (Blacks). Ostracization and bullying from other Blacks are 
common unintentional consequences that code-switchers face when mirroring White behaviors, 
and it can have both positive and negative effects in the Black community. 
Assimilation Backfire: Negative backlash that results from one’s decision to code-
switch can be found in Black-to-Black interactions. Black folks are in a double-bind where they 
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experience exclusion from both Whites and Blacks regardless of their decision to code-switch. If 
they choose not to code-switch, they will be excluded by White peers; however, if they choose to 
assimilate then they are picked on by Black peers. Participants shared sentiments of hopping 
from one group to another, never truly fitting in with either. Daniel expresses his frustrations by 
saying:  
This was typical in middle school and high school, I got called Oreo for code switching 
around my black friends…but I got called ghetto or nigger by my white friends because it 
made them look cooler— no real way to win. 
A specific example of how Black and White groups can pull someone in opposite 
directions is through hair. In the workplace natural hair is frowned upon, but in the Black 
community choosing to alter natural hair is a heavily debated topic. Anika is one participant who 
expressed her views on this point of contention between the two worlds in which Blacks are 
forced to simultaneously exist:  
I often hear, or read online, other Black women make rude and judgmental comments 
about women with relaxed or straightened hair. There is a division within the black hair 
community about this topic. It makes [me] feel rejected by my own community. 
Name calling is by far the most common form of assimilation backfire that takes place in the 
Black community. Among those who chose to answer the survey questions regarding rejection 
from their own community, upwards of 18% of participants described being called, or hearing 
someone else being called, any number of derogatory names associated with negative views of 
assimilation. The most popular names that repeated throughout the survey results included oreo, 
coconut, token, sellout, and Uncle Tom. The first two, oreo and coconut, referring to being Black 
on the outside and White on the inside, and the other three referring to being a trader or pawn. 
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Sometimes more creative slurs surfaced, such as Olivia’s experience with being called a “black 
cracker”. However, there were some instances of name calling that went farther, such as the 
following example given by Marcus: 
I have a friend that consider[s] people of color whom always want to abide by the rules of 
a white is “a modern day House Nigger” and the people who reject and don’t take any 
crap from a white is a “modern day Field Nigga.” 
These instances of bullying and social exclusion can have negative effects on the mental 
health of Black people who find themselves not accepted by either the dominant co-cultural 
group or their own co-cultural group. Marcus was later quoted as saying the following in regards 
to his Black friends judging other Blacks: “just keep peace so [we] can live peacefully”. Other 
participants have a similar mentality in which the consensus is that Blacks are already targeted 
from the outside, so why target one another.  
Bullying as Therapy: On the other hand, name calling and poking fun at Black people 
who take on White performances can also be a way to vent in the Black community. Such 
practices offer an outlet for frustrations to be laughed about, adding a lighthearted twist to a 
reality that is otherwise a debilitating weight in Black lives. Niyah explains this mentality with a 
personal anecdote about her loved ones: “Friends will joke about the way you dress or speak 
when code-switching. But they do it as well. So, it’s a laugh to keep from crying therapy 
session.” Niya’s comment highlights the tone of the Black community. It suggests that while 
bullying might be perceived as an act of social exclusion in the moment, it can carry a double 
meaning of inclusion that shows how shared experiences among a group can give them 
permission to joke and bully where it might not be acceptable for others.  
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While Niyah felt in on the joke, others participants are more indifferent about the 
situation. Fredrick shared an experience where he did not necessarily feel that he could laugh 
along but also never felt “outright rejected”. While the joking is still recognized as lighthearted 
by both participants, Fredrick does not seem to share the same sense of togetherness that Niyah 
alludes to in her experience.  
This sort of teasing primarily came from my extended family. Some of my uncles used to 
say on rare occasions that I "talked white" and had cousins from rural Georgia who 
would laugh at how "proper" I spoke. I never felt outright rejected though, the teasing 
was lighthearted.  
 Poking fun at Black peers can be a coping mechanism for many but it can also further 
perpetuate the feeling of isolation that code-switching is meant to combat in the first place. 
Racially charged language such as ‘house nigger’ can still be detrimental when coming from 
fellow Blacks, and its impact may alter how one relates to their Black identity in future 
interactions with other Black peers. For instance, in the future some might engage in  
overcompensating and exaggerating aspects of their Black performance in order to be seen as the 
‘right type’ of Black person in the eyes their Black friends.  
Purposeful Separation: Rejecting Code-Switching Practices  
Social exclusion happens on both ends of the spectrum. When Black folks refuse to code-
switch, it can leave their White peers feeling excluded; especially since adopting Black behaviors 
may label them as racists or appropriators. The decision to remain consistent with one’s own 
Black identity rather than choosing to mirror White behaviors is an example of separation as it is 
described by Orbe’s (1998) co-cultural theory. However, Orbe (1998) describes separation 
mainly as an act of resistance, and while participants did reject code-switching to resist dominant 
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culture, they also engaged in separation behaviors as a way to rest from the increasingly 
demanding need to assimilate. Participants had mixed motives for engaging in separation, but 
shared similar experiences involving sentiments about both resistance and rest. 
Identity as Resistance: Multiple participants discussed resisting the societal pull to 
engage in performances of whiteness. The constant pressure to suppress one’s true identity can 
lead to an opposing desire to double-down on aspects of Black identity to reinforce a sense of 
self. Lizzie shared instances in which she refused to code-switch in order to resist and reinforce 
her sense of self:  
All political arguments ever, when white people appropriate, academic debates. This 
situation I want to own who I am and represent my people. I feel like code switching is to 
survive but identity ownership and vocalization is meant for fighting and standing firm. 
Lizzie’s clear distinction between code-switching and identity ownership emphasizes how self-
aware many participant are concerning their ability to control when they do and do not code-
switch. Understanding how the power dynamic is disrupted when assimilation is rejected can 
open doors for Black performativity to be used as rebellion.  
At the intersection of separation practices and resistance also lies the desire to make 
White peers feel the wrath of their own exclusionary behaviors. Some Black folks, like Stephanie 
in the following response, purposely refrain from code-switching to make White peers feel as left 
out as she has felt many times before: 
It's usually when they say something that is so out of touch, the white race live in this 
bubble where everyone is conforming to them all the time.  Sometimes it's just too much 
to handle.  I just stopped caring about what they thought and wanted to make them feel 
uncomfortable in my territory if only for a moment was all worth it.  So, I speak in what 
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would be called "urban" and refer to events that they can't relate to.  
This is a very intentional use of separation to flip the script and make White folks feel 
socially excluded. The desire to make White peers feel as though they are out of place is not 
uncommon among other participants. Kyle echoes this desire to distance himself from whiteness 
and make White peers uncomfortable by saying, “I don’t shave my facial hair. I don’t tuck my 
shirt in. I drink liquor and not beer at social gatherings. I purposefully bring up black culture in 
conversation knowing white people don’t know what I’m talking about.”  
While Kyle, Lizzie, and Stephanie engaged in more explicit forms of separation, it is not 
like that for all blacks who choose to engage with such behaviors. For Landon, his acts of 
rebellion are more passive and do not necessarily involve direct, face-to-face interactions with 
white people: 
Something as simple as playing rap music with my windows down feels like an act of 
rebellion. In my neighborhood, it was. I remember listening to Backseat Freestyle by 
Kendrick Lamar, windows down, as I drove home from school my senior year of high 
school. All throughout the neighborhood, heads would turn and once, one of my white 
peers looked over and spoke my name in confusion, as though she just realized that I’m 
[like that]...Though I still hesitate every time I do it, as though my culture will offend 
those around me or make them uncomfortable. It’s so ingrained in me that I have to stop 
the urge to turn down the volume at stoplights.  
Landon’s anecdote highlights the fact that, while intentional, it is sometimes difficult to engage 
in this rebellious behavior because the urge to assimilate and not offend others has been 
indoctrinated into the Black community in such intricate ways. It also shows how acts of 
separation can be subtle and do not always need to involve confrontation. 
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Identity and Exhaustion: The need to consistently front a self that is not reflective of 
one’s true identity is a taxing process both mentally and physically. It can cause Black folks to 
mentally struggle when trying to understand what is authentically their own identity, and 
physically struggle with the pains and frustrations of chemically burning their scalp with perm to 
fit in and seem professional.  
This exhaustion can impact a range of social interactions, and engaging in separation 
practices during these times are deliberate choices made for rest. One cannot consistently cater to 
others without mental and physical wear, and to keep balance it is essential to take breaks from 
these code-switching acts. Chloe expresses this social exhaustion when she says, “While 
volunteering at my daughter’s school, I refuse to try and fit in with other mothers who are not 
African American. It’s exhausting working so they are comfortable around people not like 
them.” 
Other participants take a different approach in which their separation is not necessarily 
refusing to engage with White peers, but rather finding White peers with whom they are 
comfortable not code-switching around. An experience that is reflective of this approach is 
Quentin’s description of his White friend group, “...it's more because I get tired mentally if I 
code switch for too long. So, I know with which white people I can have that safety with and 
speak freely.” 
Even in situations where Black folks feel comfortable enough to show their true Black 
identity around select White friends, there is still a risk of being gawked at. Melissa described 
this in her response by saying: “Young white people love Black culture, so it's kinda encouraged 
in a, ‘I'm watching you like an animal in the zoo’ kind of way to not code-switch.” 
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These conscious choices to refrain from code-switching are just as important to self-
preservation as the act of code-switching itself. Engaging in separation behaviors at all times can 
have negative effects, but so can the constant act of assimilating. It is possible to assimilate to the 
point where one’s sense of self is so distorted that even they become unsure of who they are. One 
participant, Victor, said: “I code-switch all the time... I live in a white world and now I don’t 
even remember who I am outside of code-switching. It’s a very confusing life.” And a fellow 
participant, Ashe, reiterated this by staying:  
It’s weird now that I think about it, because sometimes I think the things I 
recommend/consume are things I actually like to watch but now that I’m thinking about it 
I don’t know if my interests are a form of assimilation.  
That is the true root of the problem; the way in which the constant call to assimilate has 
belittled the Black identity and stripped Black folks of an empowered sense of self. The lack of 
control that Black folks have over their image in the public often takes a toll on the image they 
have of themselves in private. Participants expressed feelings of anxiety and a constant 
contemplation over what parts of their identity should be switched on or off at any given time. 
The damage of this goes beyond the social exclusion they might experience at the hands of 
others; it also brings about a skewed idea of the self and leaves Black folks questioning what 
their ‘true’ identity is. 
Discussion 
Discourse has material effects that manifest in the real world. The findings of this study 
intersect Black performativity, co-cultural theory, and the discipline of communication, while 
offering additional perspectives on the current state of each. Discussing the analyzed experiences 
of participants has informed the deliberation of strategies for moving forward, specifically as it 
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relates to solutions of spreading awareness and understanding of racial power dynamics and their 
impact. 
Black Performativity: Implications for Black performativity and identity are the most 
prevalent in this study. The first implication being that Blacks undergo severe scrutiny in 
scholarly and professional atmospheres, thus inciting identity erasure. Performing blackness is 
not viewed as a marker of success, and due to this, Blacks are left to suppress prominent aspects 
of their identity in order to acquire and seize opportunities. The self-deprecation that this creates 
heightens inner turmoil in Black identities as Black folks are constantly reminded that the 
performance of their identity is fundamentally subpar to that of their White counterparts. The 
lack of connection between blackness and success is created through exclusionary discourse and 
practices within the scholarly and professional public arenas. While discourse centers around the 
power of verbal communication, non-verbal practices also have power in diminishing the 
presence of blackness in places of success. For instance, graduation regalia, the attire to be worn 
at the pinnacle of educational success, physically bars Blacks from fully participating unless they 
straighten their natural hair to conform and fit the graduation caps worn easily by White peers.  
The second implication for Black folks is the recognition that emotional labor requires 
rest. Day to day interactions require Blacks to self-monitor their performance, and this acts as 
additional emotional labor that they must endure in order to appease White peers. There is a need 
to engage in this emotional labor for opportunities in the workplace and school, but also for the 
sole purpose of remaining physically safe by not appearing intimidating or dangerous. Engaging 
in this constant labor requires planned restful acts of separation from whiteness, and it should be 
encouraged among Black populations to find and inhabit spaces where this rest is encouraged. 
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Co-Cultural Theory: Additionally, the findings of this study have important 
implications for Orbe’s co-cultural theory. The most compelling of which is a push for the 
expansion of ideas regarding motives for separation. Levels of separation strategies (non-
assertive, assertive, and aggressive) show how nuanced the practice can be. However, Orbe’s 
views on the motives for the practice of separation do not allow for the same complexity and 
attention to detail. Instead, his views on separation are one-toned and mostly centered on the 
motive of rebellion. He fails to recognize the motive of emotional exhaustion, as detailed by 
participants. Exhaustion currently has no place on the spectrum, and that is the issue: that the 
theory oversimplifies the complex nature of the motives behind these interactions. In exhaustive 
separation there is a sense of overwhelming emotional labor that leads to a breaking point in 
which folks simply do not care. They do not engage in accepting or rebelling, but just exist in 
their true self out of necessity instead of strategy, their white-front falls and their blackness 
merely comes out. The true self cannot always be contained or consciously monitored in times of 
high emotion or exhaustion, and that is the caveat missing from Orbe’s theory.  
Communication Studies: Lastly, this study highlights a major implication for the field 
of communication. The study brings forth a deeper understanding of power dynamics and how 
they drastically alter the experience of daily interactions. The findings of the study show the 
complexities of power, particularly as it pertains to less-powerful co-cultural groups aiming to 
regain agency. There are two ways that Black folks attempt to regain agency and power of their 
own performance: rebellion and joking/bullying. Performing blackness as an act of rebellion and 
“aggressive separation”, as Orbe (1998) puts it, pushes the Black identity to the front and 
displays it, sometimes exaggerating certain aspects to overtly show lack of regard for White-
judgment. Bullying and joking, however, are coping mechanisms used to regain power over the 
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situation itself, not necessarily White folks. In fact, bullying as an attempt to regain power over 
blackness often only occurs around other Blacks, in which they get to decide whether something 
or someone is ‘Black enough’. Having the power to speak on what it means to perform blackness 
properly reinstates power over the Black identity for those who engage in these acts of bulling 
and joking. Often, those who fall short of this heightened Black identity are picked on or joked 
about, thus regaining power at another Black person's expense. These nuances reflected in the 
study are important because they have the potential to unlock a different perspective on power as 
it relates to the internal workings of racial groups (Blacks monitoring Blacks) which is a niche 
part of communicative power structures worth exploring.  
Conclusion 
 Black folks experience the intersection of self and society in ways that are often 
overlooked. There is a double-bind embedded within the Black experience and it manifests in 
social exclusion from both Black and White peers, regardless of one’s choice to assimilate or 
remain true to their identity. Assimilation, while acting as a method of self-preservation, can also 
conjure up feelings of guilt, frustration, and anger; leaving many Blacks to grapple with the 
meaning of their own self-concept and sense of Black belonging. The findings of this paper 
support the idea that Black performativity is a monitored identity and is constantly under 
surveillance by White people and, therefore, is silenced in western societies. Findings also 
support the unfortunate reality that Blacks experience social ostracization from Black peers, and 
that the nature of assimilation practices can sometime be counterintuitive.  
Limitations: There is a heuristic value to this study, its findings, and its implications; 
however, I recognize the presence of limitations that may have compromised the validity of its 
findings. The first limitation is sample size. The sample size for data collection should have been 
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larger for a more comprehensive overview of the Black experience. In all, 110 people in total had 
fully completed the survey, and such a small number of participants can only create a microcosm 
of the diverse Black experience. The second limitation is time and scope. I had approximately 
five months to create the survey, publicize it, and collect data from participant responses. This 
timeframe drastically impacted the scope of the discussion and research questions that I could 
feasibly answer; for example, choosing to only focus on Black folks, although many people of 
color encounter similar experiences. The third limitation is personal bias. I understand that my 
own cultural bias as a Black woman, who has herself experienced these phenomena, may have 
impacted the analysis of the study. While acknowledged and actively monitored, these biases 
may have influenced the way I perceived or interpreted participant answers (i.e. comparing their 
own experiences to my own anecdotes and extrapolating meanings that were not there). 
Moving Forward: As long as we continue to assign value and worth to the color of one’s 
skin, the study of race and its effects on communicative practices will persist as a valuable topic 
of research and discussion. It is imperative that scholars choose to pursue research that further 
investigates the intricacies of communicating as a person of color in America. This is a call to 
continue research for the simple truth that it will spread awareness of racial disparities that fly 
under the radar and offer a time to reflect on daily interactions with peers of color. It may not be 
police brutality, mass incarceration, or gentrification, but the censorship of Black performance 
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